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Introduction

Swaziland is a small Kingdom 17,364 square kilometres in extent, lying astride latitude 26 30’ and longitude 310 3O’. It is well watered with five major drainage systems more or less dividing it: the Mlumati in the extreme north, the Komati, the Black Mbuluzi, the Usuthu and the Ingwavuma in the south. Several tributaries to these systems such as the Usushwana, the Mkondo, the White Mbuluzi and the Ngwempisi and others should also be recognized in their own right, for they are of significant size, having their own catchment systems which contribute generously to stream and river flow.

Swaziland is endowed with tremendous natural diversity and grades from a salient altitude of 1, 832 meters above sea level in the west through to 90 meters in the gorges in the east. Four major regions are recognized— the highveld, middleveld, lowveld and Lubombo. The middleveld is divided into two— middleveld grassveld on the west and middleveld bushveld on the east. Mean annual rainfall also varies extensively from 2,286 mm. (90”) to OS mm. (20”), enriching the diversity of habitats to be found in the Kingdom.

The parent rocks from which the soils derive are also diverse in character and origin end it is they that largely determine the chemical composition and therefore the basic fertility of water bodies they support. The diluting action of rainfall in leaching the soils and draining away the minerals and salts plays its own varied role in determining the chemical consistency of these water bodies.

ACCOMPANYING MAPS

For the reasons mentioned above we use the Geological Map of Swaziland as a base with a water body distribution map as an overlay to it. To portray the character of terrain, its altitudes and other Physical features in relation to these water bodies, we also provide a physical Map of Swaziland which fits the overlay.

The overlay map shows the distribution of the following water bodies:

	No. of water bodies
	Approximate area (ha.)

	230
	Up to 2 ha.

	50
	2 – 20 ha.

	8
	Over 20 ha.


The legend for the overlay map is as follows:

Areas in blue

- 
water bodies

Figures in black
-
approximate area of water body (ha.)

Figures in red (1—15)
-
wetlands identified as being currently significant to water birds.

The wetlands marked with red figures (1-15) on the overlay are as follows (D = dam, P = pan, S = shallows, V = Vlei):

	No.
	Name
	Wetland Type
	Approx. Area
	Remarks

	1
	Mlilwane
	D/S/V
	25 ha.
	Protected

	2
	Hlane
	D
	4 ha.
	Protected

	3
	Matsapha
	D
	92 ha.
	Proposed for protection

	4
	Sand River
	D
	727 ha.
	Limited protection; increased protection proposed

	5
	Malolotja
	V
	8 ha.
	

	6
	Nyetane
	D
	2 ha.
	Future protection unlikely

	7
	Mlawula
	D
	4 ha.
	Proposed for protection

	8
	Nyetane
	D
	260 ha.
	Proposed for protection

	9
	Ubombo
	D
	22 ha.
	Proposed for protection

	10
	Pongolo (Strydom Dam)
	D
	492 ha.
	Proposed for protection

	11
	Ndlotane
	V
	5 ha.
	Proposed for protection

	12
	Sukasihambe
	Basin
	2, 000 ha.
	Now being planted to sugar but still rich in birdlife arising out of artificial circumstances

	13
	Mangwenya
	P
	6 ha.
	Proposed for protection

	14
	Mnjoli
	D
	2, 665 ha.
	Proposed for protection - still filling

	15
	Shovella
	D
	8 ha.
	Proposed for protection


THE WETLANDS OF SWAZILAND

While Swaziland is potentially very rich in seasonal waterbird habitat (mostly artificially created), very little is protected from trampling stock and human interference. These two factors play heavily on the stability of the waterbird resource, and where this cannot be controlled all attempts by birds to breed— with very few exceptions— are normally futile. For this reason, breeding habitat in Swaziland is limited.

The largest natural waterbird habitat in Swaziland has long since been destroyed by cultivation and drainage, stock intrusion and human disturbance along with marauding cats and dogs. This was the upper M basin, a vast area of highveld vleiveld which in former times supported a great number and diversity of birds, including the now nearly extinct Wattled and Crowned Cranes in Swaziland.

The greatest waterbird spectacle in Swaziland could recently be seen annually in the Sukasihambe basin near Tjaneni, where for 24 years a vast acreage of rice was grown commercially. A natural shallow basin of approximately 2,000 hectares, which may in historic times have been an inland lake, was contoured and levelled into rice paddies. Here approximately 1, 600 ha of rice was grown annually until, 24 years later, (1978), the land would grow rice no more. For all these years the waterbirds had flown in, in ever—increasing numbers, and had come to depend on these ricelands which had become their seasonal focus of migration. This seasonal influx had become a pattern of habit. Finally, for the first time in 24 years, rice was abandoned and the summer of 1977/78 witnessed the great tragedy of water arriving to find comparatively sterile summer feeding grounds. A great dispersal followed and every pan and roadside borrowpit supported its complement of waterbirds. Unfortunately exposure to human interference ensured the futility of these alternatives for the waterbird wellbeing.

Swaziland is suitably located to accommodate migrating waterbirds between the highveld areas of the Transvaal and Northern Natal, and the low—lying coastal areas of Mocambique, Tongaland and Zululand. It supports seasonal invasions of waterbirds of great significance when circumstances allow— e.g. the Mlilwane waters accommodated approximately 800 moulting Spurwing geese in the winter of 1970. Although this figure for Spurwing has declined drastically in recent years, for reasons unknown, Mlilwane still supports approximately 200 moulting geese in the dry season. White—faced duck have now become the dominant waterfowl species and their numbers presently reach 600 towards spring before the rains break, causing dispersal. They are now also usually the dominants.

As can be seen from the overlay map, waterbodies are plentiful in many parts of Swaziland but these have been built specifically for stock—watering purposes and/or for irrigation; waterbirds have not been considered or planned for by providing shallows, islands or other shelter which is usually relatively easy and inexpensive to do at the construction stage.

While many of Swaziland’s water bodies are potentially significant, or indeed actually significant to waterbirds, those which are not protected are very heavily exploited and must be considered vulnerable until a measure of conservation can be applied to them. The map with its groupings of small waterbodies shows this potential quite clearly.

1. Protected areas

Those wetlands which are protected are very successful:

a) Mlilwane
At Mlilwane the waterbody surface area is lumped together total approximately 25 ha. This represents a series of small man-made vleis, dams and shallows, all within a surrounding area of approximately 800 ha of protected tall middleveld grassveld, broken in places by unwanted alien plantations. Resident breeding waterfowl abound. Large numbers fluctuate but perhaps an accumulated figure of 1,500 birds is supported on Mlilwane waters during the late dry season in good years. Successful nesting by White— faced duck, Red—bill teal, Yellow—bill duck, Black dusk, Egyptian and Spurwing geese has become habitual.

b) Sand River Dam (Tjaneni)

Approximately 727 ha in extent, this waterbody is at times very rich in waterbirds, supporting thousands of birds. At other times it is disappointing. Its locality and proximity in relation to the Sukasihambe depression mentioned above complementary to the factors favouring this area as a water— bird habitat of prime importance. Disturbance by fishermen however is a great drawback and the shoreline is heavily netted. It is proposed for protection.

2. Wetlands of significance which may be protected in the future 

Several exciting future possibilities of protected waterbird habitat exist:

a) Mnjoli Dam
This dam is presently under construction and, when full, will cover a water surface area of approximately 2, 565 ha. This will make available approximately 70 km of protected peripheral shoreline, with a skirting fringe of land of an average width of about 50 meters. Under protection, which is proposed, this will provide a significant contribution towards the Kingdom’s waterbird habitat needs, and to the pro vision of habitat for migratory waterbirds. This dam is fed by drainage from acid granite—derived soils.

b) Pongola Dam (Strydom)

It is anticipated that this darn will in time flood into Swaziland, and the area is proposed for protection when this happens. Should the filling of the dam materialize as envisaged, extensive wetland habitat, including basalt—based mud flats, will provide excellent potential for wetland dependent species. Investigations are under way to research the possibilities of protecting for waterbirds specifically, enough shoreline to provide adequately for them from this potentially very rich and large impoundment.

c) The Sidvokodvo, Nyetane and Shovella dams are also extremely significant, the Nyetane and Shovella dams being on the basalt. While protection for the former (Sidvokodvo) seems hopeless, the latter dams may feasibly find accommodation within Swaziland’s National conservation plan.

d) The Matsapha impoundment with its adjacent sewerage pans is very valuable and hopefully a measure of protection may be possible over this area. This wetland is however at risk of being overwhelmed by the noxious weed Sesbania punicea.

OCCURRENCE OP WATERBIRDS

Waterfowl occurring in significant numbers on the lowveld waterbodies are Knob—billed duck, Spurwing and Egyptian geese, Yellowbill duck, Redbill teal, White—faced duck, South African Pochard and, in much smaller numbers, Black duck, Cape teal, Fulvous tree duck and White—backed duck.

These species are also significant on the highveld with the exception of Knob—billed duck, which are rare in the higher altitudes.

Waders, both migratory and resident, are also well accommodated on these wetlands, and at times occur in spectacular numbers. However, no counts have been attempted.

Flamingo occurs infrequently and White pelican has been recorded on Mangwenya pan.
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